Fibromyalgia: unspeakable suffering, a prevalence study of alexithymia.
Fibromyalgia patients often present with multiple somatic concerns in a pattern suggestive of underlying depression. The psychological construct of alexithymia complicates the recognition of psychiatric disorders. To measure the prevalence of alexithymia among fibromyalgia patients and compare this with the prevalence among general medicine and rheumatoid arthritis patients. The Toronto alexithymia scale (TAS-20) and the Beck depression inventory (BDI) were administered to 50 patients in each of three experimental groups: fibromyalgia, general medicine and rheumatoid arthritis. Logistic regression was used to test for differences in the prevalence of alexithymia among experimental groups, first unadjusted and then adjusted for baseline and demographic variables. In addition, ANOVA was used to analyze the numeric scores of the TAS-20, the BDI and the three alexithymia components measured by the TAS-20. The prevalence of alexithymia in fibromyalgia patients (44%) was significantly higher than in either the general medicine group (8%; P=0.001) or the rheumatoid arthritis group (21%; P=0.023). Alexithymia was strongly associated with moderate to severe depression χ2=49.3, P<0.001), and when the mood disturbance was controlled for, no group differences were detected. Fibromyalgia patients are more likely than general medicine patients or patients with rheumatoid arthritis to have difficulty identifying and describing feelings, and to have higher alexithymia scores. Moderate to severe depression is also more prevalent in fibromyalgia patients, and, when controlled for, the difference in alexithymia scores becomes insignificant.